What led to the issues that Paul addresses in 1 Corinthians 8? This paper argues that the missionary expansion of the early community led to a renegotiation of its ritual boundaries, in particular concerning question of ritual participation. Theory concerning 'ritual failure' is used in order to analyse the dynamics involved.
Introduction
The question of (transgressive and intercultural) ritual participation, in the sense of participation in rituals across ethnic / cultural and cultic boundaries,1
In this contribution, I will consider the dynamics of this text from the perspective of the study of ritual failure, which is part of the broader field of ritual criticism.4 As the term indicates, this particular field of study is concerned with what happens as soon as a ritual goes wrong -and a ritual goes wrong indeed in 1 Corinthians 8, with as a result the potential fall of Christ devotees in Corinth. In particular, I will focus on how Paul seeks to negotiate both the meaning of and the factual participation in the ritual of the (pagan) GrecoRoman meal, and thus attempts to formulate both a 'theological' approach to the issue at stake (probably more monotheistic and the apparently monolatreous attitude of the Corinthians)5 that is true to his tradition and at the same time tries to outline a communal praxis that does justice to the building up of the community and the sensitivities that come with his own missionary outreach across the boundaries of Judaism into a realm in which non-existent deities could well be experienced as very real.6 In a(n inter)culturally and contextually sensitive way, Paul balances mission and tradition in the interest of building up the community of faith (or at least presents himself in a manner that can be understood in this way). How this is done is partially determined by the catalyst provided by ritual (and therefore theological or metaphysical!) negotiation necessitated by ritual failure due to transgressive ritual participation. In this way, the case of transgressive ritual participation in 1 Corinthians 8 is both problem and promise, as it causes problems and creates space for the discovery of new theological insight.
In order to do this, I will first consider the notion of ritual failure as it has been introduced by Grimes as a heuristic tool, then I will consider the interrelationship between ritual failure and transgressive ritual participation in 1 Corinthians 8, and finally I will formulate some conclusions as to this text and the ritual dynamics inherent to it. Prior to all of this, I will need to consider whether it is appropriate at all to use a ritual studies perspective for the analysis of early Christian texts. 4 On which, see, e.g., Roland Grimes, 
Ritual Studies and Early Christianity
Before moving on to ritual failure and ritual negotiation in particular, it is necessary to outline some general characteristics of the value of ritual studies for the study of the New Testament. As can be easily observed, ritual studies and ritual criticism are slowly beginning to have a larger influence on New Testament studies,7 notwithstanding a heritage of suspicion vis-à-vis rituals in early Christianity.8 This is to be welcomed, as the study of rituals addresses an important aspect of many New Testament texts: So many texts are related to rituals, such as circumcision, sacrifice, baptism, and ritual meals. Even if the historical rituals to which New Testament texts refer are no longer directly accessible -as are all historical events 'behind' the texts -the study Ritual is not merely another way to "say things" or "do things" that can be said as well or better in other ways. The form that is ritual is surely without communicational equivalents and thus, possibly, without functional or metafunctional equivalents. That ritual's abilities are intrinsic to its form an in indissoluble association only with its form, goes far to account for is ubiquity.12
While this has become a commonplace among ritual scholars, it is still worth stressing in an interdisciplinary setting. At the background of such insights, the 'rediscovery' of ritual in early Christian studies has rightly underlined the importance of rituals, such as baptism, meal fellowship, circumcision, etc., and the reflection upon them for the development of early Christian identity. Through the enactment or perform ance of a ritual, a community's identity is set in scene and reconstituted.13 What is enacted, may be described as the 'script' or 'grammar' -terms that are equivalent in this context -of a ritual. In the study of rituals, as well as in their actual functioning, these notions indicate a set of rules according to which a ritual needs to proceed in order to function (with regard to some rituals, the 'script' or 'grammar' has been made explicit to a very considerable extent see e.g. the use of a missal with its rubrics and, likely, introductory notes, for the performance of the ritual of the Mass, in other cases the 'grammar' remains much more implicit). Paying attention to this 'script' or 'grammar' is helpful, as it sheds both light on a ritual's structure and because it provides a tool for the analysis of rituals:
ritual behaviour is structured and … many of these structures can be represented in such a formalised way that general rules surface. The description and analysis of these structures and rules are nothing else than a grammar, the grammar of rituals …14
This grammar, especially as it is used, explicitly or implicitly, by a community performing a ritual, also contains ascriptions of meaning to (parts of) a ritual,15 as well as expectations about the (desired) outcome of a ritual.16 For the latter reason, it is a particularly helpful notion for analyzing ritual failure, even if rituals are more than their (implied) scripts or grammars. Also, because the script or grammar of a ritual is related to expectations as to its outcome and performance, the notion of a ritual 'grammar' goes beyond being a 'mere' set of rules concerning ritual actions and makes perspicuous why also the evaluation of a ritual is an inherent aspect of its performance. When using the notion of 'grammar' in the sense proposed by Michaels, the impression that a ritual 'grammar' is entirely static can be avoided: it can change, even if it does so at a slower pace than its sequential performances. One reason for a grammar to change or be changed is precisely ritual failure and resulting ritual negotiation, as will become clear below. At the same time, due to its function as the set of norms inherent to the ritual, the grammar can also provide a corrective to particular kinds of its performance, should they be perceived as 'failures' or 'mistakes' when compared to earlier versions of the ritual or to its significance.17 In order to evaluate the identity that is constituted and exists concretely in its embodiment by people through the performance of a ritual according to a particular grammar (or 'script'), it needs to be related to this 'script' or 'grammar' itself.
At this point, a potential criticism of the use of modern theories, such as theories concerning rituals and, below, ritual failure, to ancient texts, such as 1 Corinthians 8, namely the question as to the appropriateness of such a potentially anachronistic approach. While this question is certainly legitimate, it may also be considered answered by referring to the productive contribution that has been made by the application of sociological models to the study of the New Testament in general.18 The danger of anachronism, which lurks whenever a new model is applied to an old text, can be avoided by ensuring that the results from the (primarily heuristically oriented) use of a particular model in the exegesis of a text do indeed have a basis in the text itself and not in the model only. With regard to ritual criticism in particular, it may be noted that this field of study generally assumes the transcultural character of particular ritual patterns, which also legitimates the use of models stemming from the analysis of one culture or cultural group for the analysis of rituals of another culture or cultural group.
Having outlined all of this, the notion of 'ritual' , as it was introduced above, can be specified somewhat more. A starting point can be found in Becker's statement that 'Ritual refers to an elaborate sequence of individual rites which, following an established ritual syntax, are logically connected within a certain functional context.'19 Such an understanding, which depends on the notion of 'script' or 'grammar' as outlined above, can be developed further with the help of the theoretical framework provided by Michaels, who argues that rituals can be understood to have the following five characteristics: 1) Rituals are always related to causal change (causa transitionis), pertaining to circumstances that can be biological, physical, social, or natural in character; 2) A ritual is always intentional: some kind of ritual intention needs to be there and be expressed (solemnis intentio), examples are oaths, vows, promises, or verdicts; 3) A ritual is characterized by certain formal criteria of action, i.e., in order to be a ritual, an action must be stereotypical, formalized, repetitive, public, irrevocable, and often liminal (actiones formaliter riterorum); 4) Rituals are always contain modal criteria of action (actiones modaliter ritorum), expressing the functional dimension of rituals, pertaining either to 'societas' (functions of ritual relating to society: solidarity, hierarchy, control, standardization, etc.), 'religio' (rituals performed because of the transcendental value attached to them), or 'impressio' (rituals understood in relation to the emotions of participants); 5) Rituals are related to change in identity, status, role, or competency (novae classificationes, transitio vitae).20
Ritual Failure and Ritual Negotiation
Ritual failure refers to cases in which a ritual is imperfectly performed, giving rise to its discussion and (re)negotiation in relation to the ritual community's developing identity (= 'ritual negotiation').21 A fledgling field itself, this approach to rituals, especially as it is understood in this contribution, has yet to begin to be introduced into New Testament scholarship.
Rituals may fail due to a number of reasons all of which are related to the "grammar" of the ritual, including expectations with regard to its procedure, the persons and items involved, and the outcome. A broadly received proposal for the classification of ritual failure, or "ritual infelicities", to use his term, has been introduced by Grimes, who is widely regarded as one of the most important and influential theorists in the field of ritual studies. The typology that he offers includes a variety of kinds of failures that are not mutually exclusive; also, a ritual can be successful on one level for some and a failure on another level for others (e.g. a fertility ritual that fails to produce fertility, but does Before using this typology in the analysis of 1 Corinthians 8, however, some further observations with respect to the nature of ritual failure should be made.
Starting with respect to the process of the analysis of ritual failure, it is of importance to note that the evaluation of rituals is an inherent part of the communities performing them; according to Hüsken, Evaluation is an intersubjective process, executed by groups or individuals. It is based on certain sets of values which might stem from canons which the participants themselves have not created, but it might equally be based on the expectations, intentions and agenda of individual participants …24
Or, as Grimes has it 'Ritual criticism goes on informally all the time, and its contexts are various -both popular and scholarly. Criticism is not restricted to scholars. Ritual criticism is implicit in the normal course of conserving, transmitting, enculturating, and adapting rites.'25 In other words, the attribution of failure or success to a ritual is not an extraneous scholarly classification, but inherent to the ritual and its performance.26 This notwithstanding, a ritual can fail for outsiders in some ways in particular, for example because it is unintelligible to them (category 6 'opacity'), or because it constitutes a violation (category 4), which may not be the case for those actually engaged in the ritual; also 'misframing' (category 9) is a category particularly relevant for outsiders evaluating a ritual -but, again, is not limited to outsiders alone At the same time, a ritual can fail and be successful simultaneously depending on the criteria that are applied in its evaluation.27
Furthermore, as Hüsken, has pointed out based on the analysis of a collection of studies on ritual failure, cases of rituals going awry contribute much to the discovery of the meaning of a ritual for a community and to the further development of the rituals as such. As she states:
[P]articipants and spectators alike learn more about the 'correct' performance of a ritual by deviating from, rather than by adhering to the rules. One might even say that solely the definitions and examples of 'ritual failure' and 'error' -and how they are coped with -prove the existence of decisive norms for ritual actions, even when the former are imagined deviations from imagined norms.… 'Failed ritual' directs our attention to 'what really matters' to the performers and participants and others in one way or another involved in a ritual.28 Another aspect of the dynamics involved in the detection and discussion of ritual mistakes or ritual failures that is of significance is that of the ritual competence that performers of rituals and / or its critics have (or claim) and / or deny others. Only 'ritual specialists' may be seen to have the right to deviate from ritual norms, others may be regarded as lacking this specific authority.29 As Hüsken points out:
Frequently, if not always, the social and political standing of individuals and groups beyond the ritual context are negotiated through the evaluation of ritual. Not only the ritual process, but also the authority and authenticity of the ritual experts, and hierarchies among the participants (or the groups which are represented by them) are evaluated and, eventually, reorganized. Moreover, whose definition of 'right' and 'wrong' has a lasting impact on a ritual tradition reveals how the power relations in the wider socio-cultural field are structured. This close connection of ritual and its [social] context accounts for the fact that deviations from a prescribed ritual procedure are often purposely employed in order to challenge the form of the rituals and through it the prevalent power relations as well.30
Finally, the 'creative power of deviations' should be considered.31 This is an important aspect of the dynamic of 'ritual failure' , given that 'breaches of [ritual] rules can -and frequently do -instantiate the creation of new ritual rules in practice.'32 Of interest is also Hüsken's remark that such creation of new ritual rules takes place 'frequently under the pretext of "returning to older (severer) rules." '33 Thus, the breaking of ritual rules and their correction can be seen as a creative process as well, in which new ritual forms are created, or new meaning is given to rituals. This creative aspect of ritual failure is closely related to the second aspect of ritual studies that is of significance here: 'ritual negotiation' that will be introduced now.
'Ritual negotiation' has been described by Hüsken and Neubert as the process of 'interaction during which differing positions are debated and / or acted out' in relation to a particular ritual and the community performing it, noting that 'a central feature of ritual is its embeddedness in negotiation processes, and that life beyond the ritual frame often is negotiated in the field of rituals.'34 These insights further develop three aspects of what is already brought to the fore by the study of ritual failure: 1) the importance of rituals as a focus for the (re)negotiation of the life of a community or group; 2) the significance of power relations with regard to the performance and criticism of ritual; 3) the importance of (perceived) failure and disagreement for triggering critical thinking and reflection.35
It goes without saying that such (re)negotiation of rituals also points to the often masked but fundamental instability and fluidity of rituals and their performance. Initial explorations in the field of 'ritual negotiation' have led to the identification of three main themes associated with it:
1) Questions of participation, both in the ritual as well as in processes of negotiation regarding it often are of central importance; 2) Questions relating to the 'subversion of ritual prescriptions, ritual roles, and the power relations surrounding the ritual performances'36 often seem to be the trigger of processes of ritual negotiation; 3) Questions concerning the context of a ritual, specifically the web of social (power) relations within which it has a place and the kind of differences it negotiates move to the foreground more when processes of ritual negotiation are taken into account.
Finally, it must be underlined that ritual failure is always ritual failure from someone's perspective. A ritual can be perfectly fine from one person's perspective and a profound failure from someone else's. A point in case would be 1 Cor. 11: 17-34, where Paul addresses complaints about the Corinthian meal fellowship, which is held in a manner that is offensive to some, but, as Paul needs to (or feels the need to) provide instructions, obviously not to all. In fact, his proposal may be considered a ritual infelicity by those whom he addresses.37
In what follows, the focus will be on Paul's perspective -the only perspective of which the representation is beyond doubt in the text (Paul may well frame the perspectives and positions of others to suit his rhetorical aims) -, well aware of the fact that his is just one voice in the Corinthian discussion.
Transgressive Intercultural Ritual Participation and Ritual Failure in 1 Corinthians 8
Having thus outlined the appropriateness of using a ritual approach to early Christian texts as well as the particularities of the topic of ritual failure, now both transgressive ritual participation and ritual failure in 1 Corinthians 8, a section of 1 Corinthians clearly marked off from the preceding sections by the heading 'περὶ δὲ τῶν εἰδωλοθύτων' and the subsequent discussion of food and wages due to the change of subject (rhetorical question in 1 Cor. 9:1),38 can be considered. In order to give a general impression of the text, it follows here in both Greek and English (nrsv):
1 Περὶ δὲ τῶν εἰδωλοθύτων, οἴδαμεν ὅτι πάντες γνῶσιν ἔχομεν. ἡ γνῶσις φυσιοῖ, ἡ δὲ ἀγάπη οἰκοδομεῖ· 2 εἴ τις δοκεῖ ἐγνωκέναι τι, οὔπω ἔγνω καθὼς δεῖ γνῶναι· 3 εἰ δέ τις ἀγαπᾷ τὸν θεόν, οὗτος ἔγνωσται ὑπ᾽ αὐτοῦ. 4 Περὶ τῆς βρώσεως οὖν τῶν εἰδωλοθύτων, οἴδαμεν ὅτι οὐδὲν εἴδωλον ἐν κόσμῳ καὶ ὅτι οὐδεὶς θεὸς εἰ μὴ εἷς. 5 καὶ γὰρ εἴπερ εἰσὶν λεγόμενοι θεοὶ εἴτε ἐν οὐρανῷ εἴτε ἐπὶ γῆς, ὥσπερ εἰσὶν θεοὶ πολλοὶ καὶ κύριοι πολλοί, 6 ἀλλ᾽ ἡμῖν εἷς θεὸς ὁ πατὴρ ἐξ οὗ τὰ πάντα καὶ ἡμεῖς εἰς αὐτόν, καὶ εἷς κύριος Ἰησοῦς Χριστὸς δι᾽ οὗ τὰ πάντα καὶ ἡμεῖς δι᾽ αὐτοῦ. 7 Ἀλλ᾽ οὐκ ἐν πᾶσιν ἡ γνῶσις· τινὲς δὲ τῇ συνηθείᾳ ἕως ἄρτι τοῦ εἰδώλου ὡς 1 Now concerning food sacrificed to idols: we know that "all of us possess knowledge." Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up. 2 Anyone who claims to know something does not yet have the necessary knowledge; 3 but anyone who loves God is known by him. 4 Hence, as to the eating of food offered to idols, we know that "no idol in the world really exists," and that "there is no God but one." 5 Indeed, even though there may be so-called gods in heaven or on earth -as in fact there are many gods and many lords -6 yet for us there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things 38 Chapter 9 serves to further support Paul's call for self-restraint on the part of the 'strong' and Chapter 10 deals with a related, yet distinct situation (participating in the actual sacrificial acts), cf. εἰδωλόθυτον ἐσθίουσιν, καὶ ἡ συνείδησις αὐτῶν ἀσθενὴς οὖσα μολύνεται. 8 βρῶμα δὲ ἡμᾶς οὐ παραστήσει τῷ θεῷ· οὔτε ἐὰν μὴ φάγωμεν ὑστερούμεθα, οὔτε ἐὰν φάγωμεν περισσεύομεν. 9 βλέπετε δὲ μή πως ἡ ἐξουσία ὑμῶν αὕτη πρόσκομμα γένηται τοῖς ἀσθενέσιν. 10 ἐὰν γάρ τις ἴδῃ σὲ τὸν ἔχοντα γνῶσιν ἐν εἰδωλείῳ κατακείμενον, οὐχὶ ἡ συνείδησις αὐτοῦ ἀσθενοῦς ὄντος οἰκοδομηθήσεται εἰς τὸ τὰ εἰδωλόθυτα ἐσθίειν; 11 ἀπόλλυται γὰρ ὁ ἀσθενῶν ἐν τῇ σῇ γνώσει, ὁ ἀδελφὸς δι᾽ ὃν Χριστὸς ἀπέθανεν. 12 οὕτως δὲ ἁμαρτάνοντες εἰς τοὺς ἀδελφοὺς καὶ τύπτοντες αὐτῶν τὴν συνείδησιν ἀσθενοῦσαν εἰς Χριστὸν ἁμαρτάνετε. 13 διόπερ εἰ βρῶμα σκανδαλίζει τὸν ἀδελφόν μου, οὐ μὴ φάγω κρέα εἰς τὸν αἰῶνα, ἵνα μὴ τὸν ἀδελφόν μου σκανδαλίσω.
and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist. 7 It is not everyone, however, who has this knowledge. Since some have become so accustomed to idols until now, they still think of the food they eat as food offered to an idol; and their conscience, being weak, is defiled. 8 "Food will not bring us close to God." We are no worse off if we do not eat, and no better off if we do. 9 But take care that this liberty of yours does not somehow become a stumbling block to the weak. 10 For if others see you, who possess knowledge, eating in the temple of an idol, might they not, since their conscience is weak, be encouraged to the point of eating food sacrificed to idols? 11 So by your knowledge those weak believers for whom Christ died are destroyed. 12 But when you thus sin against members of your family, and wound their conscience when it is weak, you sin against Christ. 13 Therefore, if food is a cause of their falling, I will never eat meat, so that I may not cause one of them to fall.
When looking at what goes wrong here ritually speaking, the case seems to be rather precise, as Paul indicates it in his introduction in 1 Cor. 8: 1: 'περὶ δὲ τῶν εἰδωλοθύτων' , 'concerning that, which has been offered to idols' ,39 and further determines it in verse 13, where specifically meat (κρέας) is mentioned and in verse 10, where eating in the temple of an idol is referred to (ἐὰν γάρ τις ἴδῃ σὲ τὸν ἔχοντα γνῶσιν ἐν εἰδωλείῳ κατακείμενον): the entire issue at stake is 39 Cf. for a more detailed consideration: Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 2000, 617-620; here the association of foodstuffs with an 'idol' is of key importance.
presumably participation in meals in temple precincts,40 where meat was consumed that had been offered or sacrificed to the appertaining deity by those who also participated in the κυριακὸν δεῖπνον (1 Cor. 11: 20), as it was held by the Corinthian Christians, thus causing confusion and potential defection from their allegiance to Christ among those who ascribe real existence and influence to the 'idols' (vv. 10-13), the so-called 'weak' in this text. The latter is the point at which ritual failure happens: the ritual participation of the so-called 'strong' in Corinth is detrimental to the 'weak' . At this point, it should be noted that whereas Paul is, in 1 Cor. 8: 1-13, primarily discussing the question of participation in meals involving food offered to 'idols' , one could argue that what he is really doing is defending the integrity and ritual efficacy of the Lord's Supper and attempting to avoid its failure as a ritual creating and expressing the unity of the community of Christ devotees and their sole allegiance to the Lord Christ. However, the communal meal of the early Christian community as such is not mentioned here, nor is it contrasted with other meals, rather, the focus is on participation in meals involving food offered to idols as such. Paul does, to be sure, address the other issue in 1 Corinthians as well, but only in Chapter 10 (esp. vv. 14-22), which is both related to and separated from Chapter 8.41 However much the Lord's Supper may be at the background of Paul's argument in 1 Corinthians 8, here the focus will be on what he has to say and does say about 'pagan' meals, rather than what he might want to say, but does not say here about the Lord's Supper.
When returning to Paul's argument in 1 Cor. 8: 1-13 and ritual, then, the following may be observed. To begin with, the participation of the 'strong' in meals involved food offered to idols could, primarily from the perspective of the 'weak' (ritual always fails from a particular perspective, not necessarily in general),42 be seen as a case of 'abuse' , in particular because the ritual does not lead, at least within the Corinthian community, to group coherence. Therefore it 'flops' (2 and 4). Alternatively, it could be argued to be effective to some (the 'strong'), but demeaning to others (the 'weak') and hence fit the category of 40 'violation' (4). It might also be profitable, possibly even the most profitable, to consider it from Paul's perspective, who seems to indicate that a profound misunderstanding of this ritual participation and its metaphysical implications on the part of the 'weak' is at stake, even if this understanding is quite understandable in itself (v. 7). This leads one to considering categories such as 'opacity' (6), 'defeat' (7), and 'misframing' (9). All three of these categories seem to elucidate what Paul writes. The participation of the 'strong' in meals associated with lords other than Christ fails for the weak because they do not understand it, i.e., they do not have (or 'possess')43 the required knowledge (v. 1) that Paul and the 'strong' share,44 therefore, what the 'strong' are doing, in reality: just eating meat, without recognizing any other lord but Christ, given that the other deities do not really exist, appears to them as something that it is not comprehensible. While this could be argued to constitute a case of 'opacity' (6), the 'weak' , in fact, go further than their non-understanding of what goes on: they also attribute a wrong meaning to it and, due to this, it fails, given that it damages their conscience and faith. This can well be regarded as a case of 'misframing': the 'weak' regard the participation of the 'strong' in meals associated with lords other than Christ as cultic promiscuity, given that they attribute real existence to the 'idols' involved, rather than to deny such existence based on the knowledge that Paul and the 'strong' share (v. 1). Misframing leads to ritual failure in this case. The effect of this misframing can be elaborated further when considering a further and final category of ritual failure: defeat. Defeat indicates the voiding of one ritual because of the performance of another, usually stronger, one. This indeed is the case in Corinth as well: the exclusive allegiance to Christ, ritually performed at the 'Lord's Supper' seems to be defeated by the participation in a meal associated with another deity. The reason for this perspective on what the 'strong' are doing is, again, misframing due to insufficient knowledge,45 43 Cf. Thiselton, 621. 44 Cf. Weidemann, 300; the reference to 'all' in v. 1 is probably a captatio benevolentiae rather than an empirical statement about the knowledge present in the Corinthian community, however. Alternatively, it could be argued, with Al-Suadi, 274-275, that all have knowledge, but not all apply it or allow their consciences to be guided by it. -As Konradt, 350-351, suggests, the knowledgeable or those using their knowledge may well have been the economic and social elite of the community as well. -Whether or not 'Gnosticism' is at the background of this all is for the argument set forth here of limited importance, cf. however Wolfgang Schrage, Der erste Brief an die Korinther, volume 2, Neukirchen: Neukirchener Verlag 1995, 218-220 (also on economic aspects of access to foodstuffs). 45 Cf. Newton, 290-293, suggesting that in v. 7 Paul addresses a particular kind of knowledge, which the weak lack, based on the use of a definite article to indicate the knowledge at stake.
but its effects are no less dire, especially due to the fact that whereas opinions as to the reality of deities could differ, the practice of eating food offered to idols was one that left much less leeway in early Judaism and not doing so was an important identity marker.46 The Corinthian problem could only arise because an embodied practice was involved, not just a difference of theoretical opinion. In fact, the entire issue at stake could well be understood as resulting from a tension between (theoretically) shared insight and divergent practices in relation to it. 47 The divergence may well have to do with the significance of non-participation in meals associated with idols in early Judaism, which, as a practice, trumped theoretical convictions for some. When turning to Paul's reaction to the transgressive ritual participation in Corinth and its effects, a blurring of boundaries and allegiances that are detrimental to group identity, coherence, and allegiance, two aspects stand out in particular. The first concerns Paul's metaphysical appraisal of the situation at stake, which involves the participation of members of the Christian community in Corinth in both the meal of the Lord Christ (see 1 Cor. 11) and the meals associated with other κύριοι (see v. 5). His position seems (!) to be rather straightforward and with it, he positions himself within the spectrum of possible positions regarding the reality of plurality of deities in the Greco-Roman world:48 'idols' have no claim to reality and there is but one God: 'we know that "no idol in the world really exists", and that "there is no God but one".' (v. 4). 49 The Corinthians, presumably the 'strong' are addressed in particular here, and Paul share this knowledge (οἴδαμεν).50 To be sure, this position of Paul must have constituted a rather profound kind of ritual failure from the perspective of (at least some) other participants in the temple meal, given that Paul and those congenial to him certainly do not have the expected intention, not even in the most formal and minimalist way possible, of associating with the deities involved, as they do not recognize them as such. This may well be captured by Grimes' category 2.1.: insincerity. Although Paul seems to be convinced of the tenability of his position, he also is aware of others that may feel differently, or at least interpret the transgressive ritual actions of the 'strong' along different lines. Accordingly, Paul nuances this position in the face of the social reality of Corinth (as he understands and presents it) in the two subsequent verses, adopting a position that is monotheistic in its core, but which allows for a more monolatreous position and the experience of the reality of other deities but God, it seems, which he is forced to do vis-à-vis the reality of the rather densely populated religious world of Corinth (and the Greco-Roman world at large):
Indeed, even though there may be so-called gods in heaven or on earthas in fact there are many gods and many lords -yet for us there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist (vv. 5-6).
In doing so, he can be seen as balancing two things: the metaphysical convictions stated in v. 4 and the tension that the Corinthian community, or at least part of its members, experience and are accustomed to when confronted with various κύριοι, their claims to power (social, religious, magical) and their factual influence over their lives, as Paul puts it in v. 7:
Since some have become so accustomed to idols until now, they still think of the food they eat as food offered to an idol; and their conscience, being weak, is defiled.51 If someone or something walks like a κύριος, looks like a kurios, and sounds like a kurios, ought it not to be regarded as a κύριος?52 And would association with such a factual κύριος not compromise once allegiance to the one and only true κύριος? Paul's formal metaphysical position leaves lots of room for transgressive ritual participation (even this takes place at the cost of denying the value of the ritual praxis of the 'other'), given that it denies the metaphysical reality of the 'other' ritual in which a person participates.53 Nonetheless, he is keen to restrict the use of this room, due to his understanding of the social reality of Corinth,54 and the possible perception of other deities by members of the community.55 This brings one to the second aspect of the dynamics provoked by transgressive ritual participation that Paul addresses in 1 Corinthians 8: that of group solidarity and the preservation of group boundaries in the interest of preserving group coherence.56 Transgressive ritual participation always has to do with crossing boundaries; crossing boundaries, however, always has to do with a renegotiation of the self-positioning of a group within a broader spectrum of groups in society. If some members of a group cross boundaries, ritually, in this case, in a way that cannot be followed by others, group coherence suffers and the sense of identity that group members derive from their mem- 9 But take care that this liberty of yours does not somehow become a stumbling block to the weak. 10 For if others see you, who possess knowledge, eating in the temple of an idol, might they not, since their conscience is weak, be encouraged to the point of eating food sacrificed to idols? 11 So by your knowledge those weak believers for whom Christ died are destroyed. 12 But when you thus sin against members of your family, and wound their conscience when it is weak, you sin against Christ. 13 Therefore, if food is a cause of their falling, I will never eat meat, so that I may not cause one of them to fall.
These considerations of Paul lead to considering another aspect of ritual failure. In brief, Paul argues that causing a member of the community to stumble through one's participation in meals involving food offered to idols is an offense against Christ, even if it can be regarded as inoffensive in itself.59 Some of Grimes's categories can elucidate this, such as 'violation' (4) an act that has a demeaning effect, or as a 'flop' , a ritual act that does not produce the expected atmosphere or mood, to the extent of damaging the communion between the believer and Christ.60 Even if Paul does not use language of the body of Christ here explicitly, it may well provide the conceptual background for his line of thought.61 Despite his strong sentiments and injunctions in vv. 9-13, however, Paul can be seen as steering a middle course, one the one hand taking the same philosophical or metaphysical position as the 'strong' in Corinth, while on the other hand arguing in favour of temperance regarding their transgressive ritual participation and what may be termed an ascetic attitude concerning food in order to preserve the sense of identity that other group members derive precisely from a strict observance of the ritual group boundaries vis-à-vis association with other kurioi through the consumption of food offered to them.62 In doing so, Paul seeks to avoid ritual failure in terms of the participation of some community in meals associated with lords other than the Lord Christ, given that these, while in principle theologically / metaphysically possible and relatively harmless, are detrimental to group coherence.
Having now discussed both what goes on in terms of ritual failure in 1 Corinthians 8 and Paul's reaction to it, it can be asked what further light the above consideration may shed on both 1 Corinthians 8 and on the dynamic of transgressive ritual participation as a phenomenon.
Ritual Negotiation in 1 Corinthians 8: Concluding Observations
First of all, as cannot be emphasized enough with regard to the study of early Christianity: ritual and ritual participation, which have become problematic due to (increasing) cultural diversity in the Corinthian community, likely due to its missionary dynamics, is the catalyst for Paul's theological reflection and cybernetic instructions in 1 Corinthians 8. The knowledge that he refers to in 1 Corinthians 8 becomes relevant first and foremost because of the intercultural and transgressive ritual behaviour of some community members and the issue that others take with this, apparently seeing boundaries where others do not and considering crossing them as something negative (obviously differing from those that do the crossing). Rather than just being the adiaphoric and outward expression of in inwardly held essential faith, ritual practice is here very much the performance or enactment of that faith which determines cultic allegiance and group cohesion in a way that knowledge as such cannot (see vv. 1.7). To the extent that love (ἀγάπη), as it appears in the maxim that Paul quotes, also refers to a communal praxis of self-restraint (see, e.g., 1 Cor. 13), it indicates the same. Real knowledge is conditioned by love.63 As part of the development of early Christian ritual, of which 1 Corinthians is full (see also Chapters 10, 11, and 14 of this letter), early Christian 'theology' is being developed, both of which are very much in flux, it seems.
Second, the analysis of the process of ritual failure and consequential ritual negotiation seems to lead to new insights into the text. First, the maxim that Paul uses at the beginning of his deliberations, ἡ γνῶσις φυσιοῖ, ἡ δὲ ἀγάπη οἰκοδομεῖ, is either a known expression that receives new meaning for the Corinthians and Paul in a new context, or it is a new summary of theological insight that Paul will use as a vantage point for the remainder of his argument. Even so, v. 1 contains at the very least a new articulation of older tradition, which, in v. 13 gives rise to a new ritual praxis: abstention from meat, at the very least in temple precincts -presumably a proposal with socio-economic consequences as well, given that meat was a luxury product and its consumption an indicator of social and economic status.64 Paul thus moves the Corinthian 'strong' from an understanding of 'religion' that has primarily to do with insight and knowledge to an understanding of the same that puts communal praxis and relations at the first place; this amounts to an attempt at a virtual redefinition as to what 'religion' might have meant to this part of his audience and entails a different 'dogmatic' emphasis and a different ritual praxis, both of which go hand in hand. All this being due to ritual failure, transgressive ritual participation, and ritual negotiation. -Whether Paul was successful, is, of course, quite another question.
Third, the new, inclusive praxis, characterized by self-restraint, is argued for by Paul in a deeply theological, rather than primarily pragmatic way; this is apparent from both his metaphysical and, if you like, ecclesiological and hamartiological considerations concerning the gravity of making someone stumble.65 This indicates the high importance of theological, or, if you like, ideological discourse when it comes to dealing with ritual, both by experts and leaders such as Paul, but also by others, including both the 'weak' and the 'strong' , as is apparent from Paul's representation of their respective positions and attitudes that touch on all sorts of questions of fundamental and systematic theology. -Even if Paul could, in theory, be open for the kind of intercultural ritual transgression that the 'strong' undertake, in the end he is very wary of it, in order to safeguard all the members of the Corinthian community of Christ devotees. As much as Paul is himself a boundary crosser and an intercultural, hybrid missionary -here he draws a line. -The material dimension of 1 Cor. 8 could be discussed in more depth, given that it is precisely matter and its treatment (meat, in this case) that defines boundaries and religious allegiances, while it also is the vehicle for the performance of group identity. 65 See the formulations of Konradt, Gericht, 360-361.
Fourth and finally, it ought to be underlined that the entire problem in 1 Corinthians 8 has arisen not merely because of differences in theological insight, but also because of cultural difference and the dynamics of negotiating intercultural encounter, which have everything to do with the missionary dynamics of early (Pauline) Christianity; Paul, operating on the basis of one of multiple possible early Jewish positions concerning food laws and the treatment of idols, has now entered into a realm in which idols are experienced as very real by a number of Christ devotees (v. 7), while others, in line with Paul's own insight (v. 4), do not share this at all. Different, culturally influenced positions and practices, including transgressive ritual participation, thus leads to ritual failure, to which only an inter-culturally sensitive solution, as which the one proposed by Paul can be seen, can be an appropriate answer. This solution also implies the discovery of new aspects of what identity 'in Christ' can mean in a profoundly 'pagan' and polytheistic setting; mission and ritual together provide, thus, important impulses for the development of early Christian life and thought.66
